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Reflective Functioning:
• The concept of parental reflective functioning developed from
research on adult reflective functioning (RF) (Slade, Grienenberger,
Bernbach, Levy, & Locker, 2005).
• RF involves the capacity an individual has to understand one’s own
and others’ underlying mental states (Fonagy, Steele, Moran, Steele,
& Higgit, 1991).
• RF is an aspect of the larger concept of mentalization, the reflective
process through which we make sense of emotional processes and
states (Fonagy, Steele, Steele, & Target, 1998).
• Parental reflective functioning assesses the parent’s ability to apply
reflective functioning when talking about their child and the parentchild relationship (Zeegers, Colonnesi, Stams, & Meins, 2017).
Sensitivity:
• Sensitivity is defined as the degree to which a parent responds
appropriately to a child’s needs. This includes accurate, attuned,
prompt, and consistent responsiveness (Ainsworth et al., 1978).
Connections between RF and Sensitivity:
• Parents’ understanding of their children’s mental states was
considered to be at the heart of sensitive caregiving (Slade, 2005).
• Research has confirmed that RF and sensitivity are associated, but
the relationship is moderate.
• Although each construct has been found to be associated with child
attachment, they are clearly different. And it is important to
understand their association thoroughly, since RF and sensitivity are
the two main targets of attachment-based intervention (Zeegers et
al., 2017).
• Also, virtually all work on RF and sensitivity is with parents and
young children. We know of no published study examining both
concepts in parents and adolescents.

Hypothesis

Methods
Dyadic Reminiscing Task:
During Time 1, when the children were 4 years of age, the parent and
child completed a ring toss game. At Time 4, 12 years later, the parent
and child completed a reminiscing task where they watched and
discussed the ring toss video.
Sensitivity:
• Parental sensitivity was assessed using a 9-point scale applied to a
dyadic reminiscing task based upon coding schemes by Kobak (2017)
and Biringen (2000). Interrater reliability was excellent for 20% of the
ratings.
Sensitivity Scale
1

Highly intrusive or disengaged behavior. Negative affect is overt.

3
5

Some positive behaviors combined with some clear negatives
(i.e., flat or negative affect)
Behavior doesn’t appear altogether genuine or is not fully collaborative

7

Very collaborative with their teen and behavior seems genuine

9

Outstanding behavior that perfectly fits their teen’s signals

Modified Parent Insightful Assessment (MEUP):
The interview consisted of twelve questions related to two tasks that the
parent and teen completed together. The first set of questions were
related to what the parent and teen were thinking/feeling while watching
themselves play the ring toss game. The second set of questions were
related to what the parent and teen were thinking/feeling while discussing
a ‘hot topic,’ or current point of conflict.
• Sample item:
“What do you think your child was thinking while watching the
game/task? And what did he/she feel?”
Reflective functioning:
• Reflective functioning was assessed using a 7-point scale applied to
the MEUP. This scale was adapted from Slade (2004). Interrater
reliability was excellent for 20% of the ratings.
RF Scale for MEUP

• Parents with higher RF will tend to engage in more sensitive behavior
with their teens during the dyadic reminiscing task.

1

Disinterested in understanding child’s experiences

3

Describes child’s behavior only

Participants

4

Ordinary RFSome effort to understand child’s internal experience

Participants were part of a larger longitudinal study examining
attachment relationships in rural Appalachia, KY. Participants were
recruited from local preschool programs serving low-income families. All
of the families were given compensation for their participation.
• At Time 4, there were 21 families.
Parents
• Average age: 41 years old at Time 4
• One father was in the study at Time 4
Teens
• Average age: 16 years old at Time 4
• 9 were female and 12 was male

5

Engages in reflective process though not completely or consistently

7

Gains new insights about internal experiences of self and child

• An overall RF score was utilized in analyses, which generally
corresponds to the mode of RF scores across the 12 questions.

Results

Reflective
Functioning
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Mean Rating

Standard Deviation

3.07

.554

5.52

1.721

• Our obtained parental RF average was below the ordinary
score of “4.” The mean score for sensitivity parents’ displayed
during the reminiscing task was in the “good enough” range.
• The association between RF and sensitivity has a moderately
strong effect size, in keeping with a recent meta-analysis
(Zeegers, et. Al., 2017).
• The correlation [r(19)=.40, p<.06] supported our hypothesis.
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Discussion
• The correlation supported our hypothesis that as the parents’ overall
reflective functioning score increases, so does their tendency towards
showing sensitive behavior during the dyadic reminiscing task.
• Based on our findings, it can be inferred that some parents show
greater sensitivity than we might expect because they are more
automatic in responding to their teen’s signals, however, they have a
harder time reflecting on their teens mental states.
Future directions:
• In the future, we would like to investigate how the parents’ reflective
functioning may have influenced their teen’s attachment strategy.
Implications:
• Due to our overall mean rating of reflective functioning amongst the
parents, it can be stated that the majority of the parents and families
in our study would benefit from intervention.

Selected References

This research was supported by MSU RCPC and KY
NSF grants, as well as an Undergraduate Research
Fellowship.

Kobak, R., Zajac, K., Abbott, C., Zisk, A., & Bounoua, A. (2017). Atypical dimensions of caregiver-adolescent interaction in an
economically disadvantaged sample. Development and Psychopathology, 29, 405-416
Slade, A. (2005). Parental reflective functioning: An introduction. Attachment & Human Development, 7, 269–281.
Zeegers, M., Colonnesi, C., Stams, G., & Meins, E. (2017). Mind Matters: A Meta-Analysis on Parental Mentalization and Sensitivity as
Predictors of Infant-Parent Attachment. Psychological Bulletin, 143, 1245-1272.

